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NO PLACE TO BE SOMEBODY: BLACK 
STUDENTS IN PREDOMINANTLY WHITE 
COLLEGES 
Veta Smith Tucker 
For the first three and a half centuries in the life of this nation, it was official policy 
to deny formal education to blacks. Although equal protection of the laws of the land 
was granted to the newly free by the Fourteenth Amendment, discrimination against 
blacks and obstruction of their access to formal education remained brutal facts of 
American life. Blacks in the Northern states had been granted freedom after the 
Revolutionary War, but Martin Delaney's contested admission to Harvard in 1850 
illustrates how ineffective the laws were in securing access to education for blacks. 
Along with two other blacks, Delaney was granted admission to Harvard with the 
stipulation that he practice medicine in Africa upon completion of his degree. After 
students learned of the admissions, they protested that the presence of the black 
students would lower Harvard's reputation and lessen the value of the Harvard 
degree. Many students also refused to attend class with the black students and 
threatened to transfer to different schools; faculty argued that their commitment to 
teaching and academic excellence conflicted with the admission of blacks and that 
the blacks' presence would interfere with the "success of their teaching." Harvard 
officials capitulated to these anti-black alarms and reversed the three black students' 
admissions (Takaki 127-128). 
National policy makers-like the Harvard administrators, faculty, and students-
were unable to live up to the nation's constitutional creed, which proclaimed the 
equality of all men. Therefore, national policy makers sidestepped the entire issue by 
establishing black colleges, first in the North and later in the South, thus bringing into 
existence a dual system of higher education in America. As a consequence, until 
some thirty years ago, the majority of blacks who had earned baccalaureate degrees 
in this country had earned them from historically black colleges. As recently as 1967, 
80% of blacks with BA degrees were graduated from black colleges, and it has been 
estimated that black colleges have provided 75% of all blacks holding PhD's, 75% of 
all black army officers, 80% of all black federal judges, 85% of all black doctors, and 
the majority of black public school teachers (Fleming 8-9). 
This social phenomenon of blacks' being educated in predominantly black 
colleges continued into our lifetimes. In the late '60s, however, the trend of blacks 
attending predominantly black colleges was reversed. I can distinctly remember the 
look of disappointment on my elementary school teacher's face when I told her that I 
had chosen to attend Michigan State University instead of a historically black college, 
which was where she and all the other teachers who taught in my segregated 
Michigan elementary school had gone and where she assumed I would go. Quite 
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a n d  ' 6 0 s ,  a n d  b l a c k  h i g h  s c h o o l  g r a d u a t e s  o f  t h e  l a t e  ' 6 0 s ,  l i k e  m e ,  w e r e  r e a p i n g  t h e  
b e n e f i t s  o f  c i v i l  r i g h t s  a c t i v i s m .  T o d a y ,  m o r e  t h a n  h a l f  o f  b l a c k s  i n  c o l l e g e  a t t e n d  
p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c o l l e g e s .  
I n  t h e  w a k e  o f  t h e  c i v i l  r i g h t s  m o v e m e n t ,  s o m e  m a i n s t r e a m  i n s t i t u t i o n s  r e l a x e d  
a d m i s s i o n s  c r i t e r i a  i n  o r d e r  t o  a d m i t  " d i s a d v a n t a g e d "  s t u d e n t s ;  s o m e  a g g r e s s i v e l y  
r e c r u i t e d  o n l y  h i g h  a c h i e v e r s  w h o  w o u l d  h a v e  g o n e  t o  e l i t e  b l a c k  c o l l e g e s ;  m a n y  
o f f e r e d  g e n e r o u s  f i n a n c i a l  a i d  i n d u c e m e n t s  t o  a l l  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  w i t h o u t  r e g a r d  f o r  
t h e i r  a c a d e m i c  p r e p a r a t i o n .  A f t e r  g a i n i n g  s o m e  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  m e r e l y  a d m i t t i n g  
b l a c k  s t u d e n t s ,  c o l l e g e s  a n d  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  a l a r m e d  a t  h i g h  a t t r i t i o n  r a t e s  f o r  b l a c k  
s t u d e n t s ,  d e v e l o p e d  a  n u m b e r  o f  p r o g r a m s  a i m e d  a t  r e t a i n i n g  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s .  
H o w e v e r ,  t h o s e  a c a d e m i c  s u p p o r t  s y s t e m s  e a r n e d  c l o u d y  r e p u t a t i o n s  a t  b e s t ,  a n d  
e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e y  s u p p o r t e d  a s  m a n y  o r  m o r e  a c a d e m i c a l l y  u n d e r p r e p a r e d  w h i t e  
s t u d e n t s ,  t h e s e  p r o g r a m s  w e r e  p e r c e i v e d  a s  u n w e l c o m e  s u p p l e m e n t s  t o  t h e  c o l l e g e  
c u r r i c u l u m .  T h e  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  s u c h  a d m i s s i o n s  p o l i c i e s  a n d  c u r r i c u l u m  
i n t e r v e n t i o n s  w i t h  s u b s e q u e n t  a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  p o l i c i e s  h a v e  r e s u l t e d  i n  a  c l i m a t e  i n  
w h i c h  a l l  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  a r e  s t i g m a t i z e d ,  w h e t h e r  t h e y  a r e  a c a d e m i c a l l y  
u n d e r p r e p a r e d  o r  n o t .  T h i s  s t i g m a  f o l l o w s  e v e r y  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t  w h o  
a t t e n d s  a  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c o l l e g e  o r  u n i v e r s i t y  a n d  c r e a t e s  t e n s i o n  a n d  a n x i e t y  
w h i c h ,  i n  m o s t  c a s e s ,  n e i t h e r  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  n o r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  h a v e  b e e n  a b l e  t o  
a l l e v i a t e .  A  s t u d e n t  h e r e  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  d e s c r i b e d  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n :  
I  h a v e  a c h i e v e d  o v e r  a  3 . 0  e v e r y  s e m e s t e r  I  h a v e  b e e n  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  
S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  y e t  I  a m  s t i l l  d e f i n e d  a s  a n  a t - r i s k  s t u d e n t .  I  w i l l  c o m p l e t e  a  
f o u r  y e a r  p r o g r a m  i n  t h r e e  a n d  a  h a l f  y e a r s ,  y e t  I  a m  s t i l l  d e f i n e d  a s  a n  a t - r i s k  
s t u d e n t .  I  h a v e  h e l d  l e a d e r s h i p  p o s i t i o n s ,  s p o k e n  a t  b a n q u e t s ,  a n d  e v e n  
a d d r e s s e d  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  o f  t h i s  u n i v e r s i t y ,  y e t  I  a m  s t i l l  d e f i n e d  a s  a n  a t - r i s k  
s t u d e n t .  I  a m  d e f i n e d  a s  a n  a t - r i s k  s t u d e n t  n o t  b e c a u s e  I  h a v e  s h o w n  a n y  
q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  w o u l d  s u g g e s t  m y  i n a b i l i t y  t o  s u c c e e d  a t  a n y  t a s k  t h i s  s c h o o l  
s h o u l d  t h r o w  a t  m e ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  I  a m  a n  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n .  
T h e r e f o r e ,  w h e n  t o d a y ' s  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  c o m e  t o  t h e  c a m p u s  o f  a  
p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c o l l e g e ,  t h e y  w a l k  i n t o  a n  a t m o s p h e r e  t h a t  i s  a l r e a d y  c h a r g e d  
w i t h  n e g a t i v e  p r e c o n c e p t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a d e q u a c y .  A t  t h e  v e r y  l e a s t ,  t h i s  i s  
d i s t u r b i n g  t o  a l l  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s ,  a n d  f o r  s o m e  i t  m a y  c r e a t e  c r e e p i n g  s e l f - d o u b t ,  
w h i c h  s l o w l y  e r o d e s  t h e i r  w i l l  t o  a c h i e v e .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  s u c h  n e g a t i v e  
p r e c o n c e p t i o n s  a r e  n o t  t h e  s u m  o f  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s '  p r o b l e m s  o n  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  
c a m p u s e s .  R e s e a r c h  o n  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s ,  w h i c h  i s  f r a m e d  w i t h i n  
t h e  p r e c e d i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n s t r u c t s ,  d o c u m e n t s  n u m e r o u s  o t h e r  p r o b l e m s  c o n f r o n t i n g  
b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  o n  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c a m p u s e s .  
M o s t  o f  t h e  r e s e a r c h  i s  f r a m e d  i n  t e r m s  o f  a  c o m p a r i s o n  w h i c h  m a t c h e s  A f r i c a n -
A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  i n  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c o l l e g e s  a n d  u n i v e r s i t i e s  w i t h  A f r i c a n -
A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  i n  h i s t o r i c a l l y  b l a c k  c o l l e g e s  a n d  u n i v e r s i t i e s .  T h e  r e s e a r c h  
s h o w s  c l e a r l y  a n d  u n e q u i v o c a l l y  t h a t  a  b l a c k  c o l l e g e  e n v i r o n m e n t  o f f e r s  g r e a t e r  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  4 1  
chances for academic progress and success for most African-Americans who desire 
a college education. This is a commonplace realization in some circles in the black 
community, so it was not a new insight for me; however, I was startled to see popular 
wisdom so indisputably validated by the research. Furthermore, the research had 
some very practical implications for me: my daughter is a senior in high school and 
we are, at this very moment, trying to make decisions about which college she will 
attend. What I've learned from the research has convinced me that I should not take 
lightly my daughter's insistence that she be allowed to attend a historically black 
college. Several of her friends received academic scholarships to attend the 
University of Michigan. One is majoring in engineering and another in pre-med. 
Although both of them are doing well academically, they have advised my daughter 
not to come there if she can get a scholarship to attend a historically black college. 
The research also indicates that the environment on a predominantly white 
campus offers an alienating atmosphere for African-American students primarily 
because there is a shortage of supportive interpersonal networks both in and outside 
the classroom. Mental health professionals know that such a supportive social 
network is critical to continued cognitive growth in late adolescence. Researchers 
have tried to delineate what this supportive environment entails. Fleming (1984) 
found three primary features: 
• At historically black colleges, black students have unlimited opportunities to 
engage in informal interactions and to form friendships not only with student 
peers but also with other adult staff and professionals who can become role 
models. On the predominantly white campus, there is a glaring lack of a 
supportive network of peers, staff, and professionals who are willing to become 
role models and who are willing to serve as buffers when students experience 
stress. 
• Secondly, at a historically black college, students have almost unlimited 
opportunities to participate and assume leadership roles in campus life and 
extracurricular activities, where much informal learning actually takes place. Such 
participation satisfies an adolescent's need to belong, to be visible, and to be 
recognized. On predominantly white campuses, black students feel rebuffed by 
fellow students and frustrated in their efforts to assume leadership roles in any 
but all-black organizations and activities. This situation contributes to black 
students' feelings of invisibility on predominantly white campuses. 
• On historically black campuses, students report that they feel a sense of progress 
in their academic pursuits because they can gain the attention of faculty, and they 
receive the assistance they need to overcome academic deficiencies. Black 
students on predominantly white campuses report that instructors are not 
interested in them, that instructors do not give them encouragement, and that 
instructors grade them unfairly, all of which lead to an overall feeling of lack of 
general intellectual improvement. In other words, black students on predominantly 
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w h i t e  c o l l e g e  c a m p u s e s  m a y  e a r n  a  d e g r e e  b y  p a s s i n g  c l a s s e s ,  b u t  t h e y  m a y  f e e l  
t h a t  t h e y  d i d  n o t  b e c o m e  e d u c a t e d  ( F l e m i n g  1 8 - 2 2 ) .  
G i b b s  ( 1 9 7 4 )  f o u n d  t h a t  
•  B l a c k  s t u d e n t s  i n  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c o l l e g e s  r a t e d  t h e i r  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  w i t h  
t h e i r  i n s t r u c t o r s  p o o r e r  t h a n  t h e i r  c o u n t e r p a r t s  d i d  a t  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  b l a c k  
c o l l e g e s .  
•  B l a c k  s t u d e n t s  i n  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c o l l e g e s  r a t e d  t h e i r  c o u r s e s  l e s s  r e l e v a n t  
t h a n  d i d  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  a t  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  b l a c k  c o l l e g e s  ( p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h o s e  
m a j o r i n g  i n  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s  a n d  e d u c a t i o n ) .  
•  B l a c k  s t u d e n t s  a t  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c o l l e g e s  s a w  c o m p e t i t i o n  a m o n g  s t u d e n t s  
a s  a  s e r i o u s  p r o b l e m .  
•  B l a c k  s t u d e n t s  i n  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c o l l e g e s  s u f f e r e d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y  a s  a  
r e s u l t  o f  i n a d e q u a t e  s o c i a l  l i f e  b e c a u s e  t h e i r  t o t a l  n u m b e r s  o n  c a m p u s  w e r e  s o  
s m a l l  a n d  t h e y  l a c k e d  a c c e s s  t o  u r b a n  l i f e  ( 4 7 6 - 4 6 9 ) .  
T h i s  l a s t  f i n d i n g  s t a r t l e d  m e  u n t i l  I  c o n s i d e r e d  t h a t  t h e  v a s t  m a j o r i t y  o f  A f r i c a n -
A m e r i c a n s  l i v e  i n  l a r g e  u r b a n  c e n t e r s ,  w h e r e a s  t h e  i d e a l  s i t e  f o r  m o s t  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  
w h i t e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  a  s m a l l  t o w n  o r  a  s e m i r u r a l  a r e a .  M o s t  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  
u n d e r e s t i m a t e  t h e  i m p a c t  u p o n  t h e m  o f  m o v i n g  f r o m  a  l a r g e  u r b a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  t o  a  
s m a l l  t o w n  o r  r u r a l  l o c a l e .  S t i l l ,  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  i s s u e  d i d  n o t  s e e m  s i g n i f i c a n t  e n o u g h  
t o  b e  g i v e n  s o  m u c h  a t t e n t i o n  i n  t h e  r e s e a r c h .  T r y i n g  t o  i m a g i n e  h o w  t h e s e  f i n d i n g s  
a f f e c t e d  m e ,  I  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  m y  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  s t u d i e s  w e r e  d o n e  i n  E a s t  L a n s i n g ,  
w h i c h  i s  q u i t e  s i m i l a r  a s  w e l l  a s  c l o s e  t o  m y  s m a l l  h o m e t o w n .  I  c a m e  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  
c o l l e g e  l o c a t i o n  c a n  b e  a  c r i t i c a l  i s s u e .  O n e  w a y  t o  g e t  G V S U  f a c u l t y  a n d  s t a f f  t o  
a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  l o c a l e  m i g h t  b e  t o  a s k  t h i s  q u e s t i o n :  H o w  m a n y  w o u l d  
h a v e  a c c e p t e d  t h e i r  p o s i t i o n s  i f  t h e i r  c o n t r a c t s  r e q u i r e d  r e s i d e n c y  i n  A l l e n d a l e ?  
A c c o r d i n g l y ,  I  h a v e  a  c l e a r e r  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  u n i q u e l y  d i f f e r e n t  w a y s  t h a t  t h e  
p r o v i s i o n s  o f  o n e ' s  s o c i a l  e n v i r o n m e n t  ( o r  l a c k  t h e r e o f )  m a y  c o n s t r a i n  o n e ' s  b e h a v i o r  
a n d  p u r s u i t s .  F r o m  a  c o n v e n t i o n a l  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  s o c i a l  a d j u s t m e n t  f a c t o r s  a r e  
s u p p o s e d  t o  w e i g h  l e s s  a n d  b e  l e s s  i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  f a c t o r s  i n  a  c o l l e g e  
e d u c a t i o n ;  t h e r e f o r e ,  e x t r a - c u r r i c u l a r  a c t i v i t i e s  a n d  s o c i a l  n e t w o r k s  s h o u l d  b e  
s e c o n d a r y  t o  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p u r s u i t s .  F r o m  a n  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t ' s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  
h o w e v e r ,  s o c i a l  f a c t o r s  m a y  l o o m  v e r y  l a r g e  a n d  c o n s u m e  a n  e x c e s s i v e  a m o u n t  o f  
t i m e ,  b e c a u s e  t h e s e  a r e  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  p r o v i s i o n s  t h a t  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n s  c a n n o t  t a k e  
f o r  g r a n t e d  o u t s i d e  a  b l a c k  c o m m u n i t y .  
C o n v e r s e l y ,  w h i t e  s t u d e n t s  o n  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  c a m p u s e s  c a n  r e a s o n a b l y  
e x p e c t  t h a t  t h e y  w i l l  h a v e  a  l a r g e  p o o l  o f  p e o p l e  w i t h  s i m i l a r  b a c k g r o u n d s  f r o m  w h i c h  
t o  c h o o s e  f r i e n d s ,  d e v e l o p  s u p p o r t i v e  n e t w o r k s ,  a n d  e n g a g e  i n  i n f o r m a l  l e a r n i n g  
a c t i v i t i e s ,  b e c a u s e  s u c h  s o c i a l  s u p p o r t s  e x i s t  o n  a l m o s t  a n y  c a m p u s  t h e y  c h o o s e  t o  
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attend. Furthermore, white students have no reason to expect that the college social 
environment will be less supportive than any other environment they have 
encountered throughout their lives. Since white students can take such social 
supports for granted, white students' behavior and pursuits concerning college seem 
to be driven more by intellectual than by social desires. Conversely, black students' 
behavior and pursuits seem to be more driven by social desires. Perhaps this is why 
so much of a Minority Affairs program's budget goes to social programming. 
My hypothesis is that this distinction between black and white students' social 
desires is an illusion. Since white students' social needs usually are provided for on 
almost every college campus, they seem to be less preoccupied with social 
concerns. This does not mean that white students are less motivated by social 
desires than black students, but rather that white students' social desires can be 
taken for granted on the typical college campus, whereas the provisions to meet 
black students' social desires must be articulated and created. This implication raises 
interesting questions for further research. Perhaps one way to get at it would be to 
encourage white students to attend predominantly black college campuses and then 
to study their concerns; or we could study the concerns of American students who 
attend college in other countries. 
Counseling and mental health professionals agree that healthy maturation 
depends on both cognitive and social development; and, when an environment fails 
to provide in one area, healthy maturation may be inhibited. Such inhibition occurs 
more frequently in black students on predominantly white campuses than in black 
students on predominantly black campuses. Research shows that some black 
students on white college campuses experience role confusion, anxiety, and 
depression-classic symptoms of what psychologist Erik Erikson defined as a 
psychological identity crisis (Fleming 21). 
Research also reports that black students on white campuses experience an 
increased "consciousness of their blackness, and sharpened . . . perceptions of 
themselves as an identifiable minority" (Fleming 20). Black Harvard graduate 
Sylvester Monroe wrote that, "during his years at Harvard, he and his cadre led an 
almost totally black existence, making every effort to avoid any contact with whites, 
immersing themselves in black solidarity to buffer themselves against ... insults, 
ignorance, and prejudice" (Fleming 20). 
The research on black students has also contributed to our understanding of how 
black students on predominantly white campuses cope with their precarious social 
situation. Researchers have identified several different patterns of adaptation to cope 
with the identity conflicts that arise. Jewel Taylor Gibbs, an African-American 
counselor at Stanford University, found that the majority of black students from all 
socioeconomic backgrounds who sought counseling coped by withdrawing, the 
symptoms of which are apathy, depression, despair, alienation, depersonalization, 
and avoiding contact with the conflict-producing situation. The following description is 
an example of withdrawal which may be all too familiar: 
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S a n d r a  T . ,  a n  1 8  y e a r - o l d  f r e s h m a n  f r o m  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  f a m i l y ,  w a s  r e a r e d  
i n  a  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  w h i t e  s u b u r b  i n  N e w  E n g l a n d .  A f t e r  a t t e n d i n g  a  g i r l s '  p r e p  
s c h o o l  f o r  f o u r  y e a r s ,  w h e r e  s h e  w a s  o n e  o f  f i v e  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s ,  s h e  
c o n v i n c e d  h e r  p a r e n t s  t o  s e n d  h e r  t o  a  c o e d  s c h o o l  w h e r e  s h e  c o u l d  m e e t  
o t h e r  m i d d l e - c l a s s  b l a c k s .  A l t h o u g h  s h e  t r i e d  t o  m i n g l e  w i t h  t h e  b l a c k  
s t u d e n t s ,  s h e  f e l t  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  c o n s t a n t l y  t e a s e d  h e r  a b o u t  
" a c t i n g  l i k e  a  w h i t e  c h i c k . "  A f t e r  s e v e r a l  r e b u f f s ,  s h e  b e g a n  t o  f e e l  h o p e l e s s  
a b o u t  f i n d i n g  b l a c k  f r i e n d s  w i t h  s i m i l a r  i n t e r e s t s ,  b u t  s h e  d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  s h e  
h a d  v e r y  b i t t e r  f e e l i n g s  a g a i n s t  w h i t e  p e o p l e ,  b l a m i n g  t h e m  f o r  h e r  i n a b i l i t y  t o  
f i n d  c o m p a t i b l e  b l a c k  f r i e n d s .  S h e  b e g a n  t o  f e e l  i r r i t a b l e  a n d  d e p r e s s e d ,  t o  c r y  
f r e q u e n t l y ,  a n d  t o  l o s e  i n t e r e s t  i n  e v e r y t h i n g  a r o u n d  h e r .  W h e n  h e r  s t u d i e s  
b e g a n  t o  s u f f e r ,  s h e  c a m e  t o  t h e  [ S t a n f o r d ]  c l i n i c  a n d  r e q u e s t e d  s o m e  
m e d i c a t i o n  t o  r e l i e v e  h e r  f e e l i n g s  o f  d e p r e s s i o n  a n d  c r y i n g  s p e l l s .  S h e  t o l d  t h e  
t h e r a p i s t  t h a t  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  r e l a t e  t o  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  b e c a u s e  s h e  h a d  b e e n  
" c u l t u r a l l y  w h i t e w a s h e d "  a n d  s h e  d i d  n o t  w a n t  t o  r e l a t e  t o  w h i t e  s t u d e n t s  
b e c a u s e  t h e y  w e r e  " p a r t  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m , "  s o  s h e  f e l t  s h e  d i d n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  t o  
d o .  ( G i b b s  7 3 3 )  
G i b b s  ( 1 9 7 4 )  a l s o  f o u n d  t h a t  t h e  s e c o n d  l a r g e s t  g r o u p  o f  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  c h o s e  
s e p a r a t i o n  t o  c o p e  w i t h  t h e  s t r e s s  b r o u g h t  o n  b y  a l i e n a t i o n  a n d  i d e n t i t y  c o n f l i c t .  T h e i r  
s e p a r a t i o n  w a s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  a n g e r ,  h o s t i l i t y ,  r e j e c t i o n  o f  w h i t e s ,  c o n t e m p t  f o r  
m i d d l e  c l a s s  w h i t e  v a l u e s ,  a n d  a c t i v e  p r o t e s t s  a g a i n s t  w h i t e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a n d  c u s t o m s .  
S t u d e n t s  w h o  f o l l o w  s e p a r a t i o n  a s  a  c o p i n g  s t r a t e g y  m a y  e n g a g e  i n  a g g r e s s i v e  o r  
d e s t r u c t i v e  a c t i o n s  w h i c h  o f t e n t i m e s  r e s u l t  i n  t h e i r  e x i t  f r o m  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y .  
T h e  f e w e s t  n u m b e r  o f  s t u d e n t s  i n  G i b b s '  s t u d y  c o p e d  w i t h  t h e i r  c o n f l i c t  i n  a  
m a n n e r  G i b b s  d e s c r i b e d  a s  a f f i r m a t i o n ,  w h i c h  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  u p h o l d i n g  a n d  
a p p r o v i n g  t h e i r  e t h n i c i t y ,  s e l e c t i n g  e l e m e n t s  o f  w h i t e  c u l t u r e  t o  m e r g e  w i t h ,  a n d  
r e t a i n i n g  h i g h  s e l f  e s t e e m  a n d  a c h i e v e m e n t  m o t i v a t i o n ,  a s  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  i l l u s t r a t i o n :  
P a t  L . ,  a  2 1  y e a r - o l d  s e n i o r  f r o m  t h e  B a y  A r e a ,  i s  t h e  e l d e s t  d a u g h t e r  o f  a n  
e n g i n e e r  a n d  a  l a b  t e c h n i c i a n .  W h i l e  g r o w i n g  u p  i n  a n  i n t e g r a t e d  
n e i g h b o r h o o d  a n d  a t t e n d i n g  w e l l - i n t e g r a t e d  s c h o o l s ,  P a t  w a s  e n c o u r a g e d  t o  
p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  a c t i v i t i e s  o r i e n t e d  t o  b l a c k  t e e n s  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  c h u r c h  a n d  s o c i a l  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  D u r i n g  h e r  s e n i o r  y e a r  i n  h i g h  s c h o o l ,  P a t  o r g a n i z e d  a  b l a c k  
h i s t o r y  w e e k  o b s e r v a n c e  a n d  s e r v e d  o n  t h e  s t u d e n t  c o u n c i l ,  w h i l e  m a i n t a i n i n g  
h i g h  g r a d e s  a n d  a n  a c t i v e  s o c i a l  l i f e .  S h e  c o n t i n u e d  t h i s  s a m e  p a t t e r n  o f  
a c t i v i t y  d u r i n g  h e r  c o l l e g e  y e a r s ,  s t u d y i n g ,  s o c i a l i z i n g ,  a n d  p o l i t i c k i n g  w i t h  
e q u a l  e n t h u s i a s m .  S h e  w o r k e d  o n  u n i v e r s i t y  c o m m i t t e e s  a n d  w i t h  B l a c k  
S t u d e n t  U n i o n  p r o j e c t s ,  b u t  b e g a n  t o  f e e l  s o m e  p r e s s u r e s  t o  w i t h d r a w  f r o m  
i n t e g r a t e d  a c t i v i t i e s  d u r i n g  h e r  s e n i o r  y e a r .  W h e n  s h e  c h a n g e d  h e r  h a i r s t y l e  t o  
a n  A f r o ,  s o m e  o f  h e r  w h i t e  f r i e n d s  s e e m e d  t o  f e e l  t h i s  w a s  a  p o l i t i c a l  a c t ,  
a l t h o u g h  t h i s  w a s  n o t  h e r  i n t e n t i o n .  P a t ' s  b o y f r i e n d  h a d  b e g u n  t o  a t t e n d  
m e e t i n g s  o f  t h e  B l a c k  M u s l i m s  a n d  t h e y  h a d  f r e q u e n t  a r g u m e n t s  a b o u t  t h i s  
g r o u p ' s  p h i l o s o p h y .  W h e n  P a t  f e l t  t h a t  t h e  c r o s s p r e s s u r e s  f r o m  h e r  w h i t e  a n d  
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black friends were becoming unbearable, she dropped in at the clinic one day 
to talk to a black female therapist. Pat felt that she wanted to clarify some of 
her ideas and relationships with people, because she was feeling confused 
and concerned about the future of her relationship with her boyfriend. She 
realized that there were many serious social and political issues affecting 
blacks, but she felt that she could relate equally well to whites and blacks as 
people and she did not want to alienate herself from either group. (739) 
If these studies are reliable, an overwhelming majority of black students possess 
inadequate coping skills to effectively manage the psychological distress they face in 
predominantly white colleges. Black students need to be fortified with appropriate 
coping strategies both before and during their attendance. Most colleges and 
universities, including Grand Valley, have taken positive steps in this direction, with 
academic support and Minority Affairs programs. However, these programs focus on 
black students as the sole problem, implying that black students must accommodate 
themselves to the university and not the university to black students. 
Students from Grand Valley and Grand Rapids Community College who 
participated on a panel for the workshop, "Encouraging the Voices of African 
American Students in the Classroom," confirmed this research with their own college 
experiences. The workshop audience asked questions and provided comments, 
which ranged from surprise that these problems still exist to willingness to rethink 
assumptions about black students and how better to include and encourage them in 
the classroom. Many of the faculty present expressed interest in a continuing 
dialogue focusing on how to decrease black students' feelings of alienation on Grand 
Valley's campus. 
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